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ABSTRACT 
Globalization and rapid urbanization have created a unique crisis that most historical cities across 
the southern part of Africa are facing. Blantyre, one of the oldest cities both in Malawi and Southern 
Africa has inherited a rich historical built environment with the majority of the old municipality’s 
buildings still in a fairly good state. However, these historic monuments and the city’s urban 
landscape is under threat due to rapid urbanization, poor policies and a growing need for modern 
city services. As the urban morphology keeps changing, the city needs to address how these old 
monuments can be adapted, sustained and reused for continued functionality. Place-making, 
heritage and identity for such cities is crucial as these elements define the city and its people. 
Therefore, preservation of the historic urban landscape and the monuments is crucial for the city’s 
identity. The paper aims to provide strategies that could highlight the advantages of adaptive reuse 
to improving historic conservation of the city without compromising on urban development, urban 
growth and quality of life.Keywords: Adaptation, Sustainability, Urban, Reuse, Preservation, 
Morphology 
INTRODUCTION  
Sustainable development is the pursuit of maintaining the promises of things that will last, enduring 
communities, safe and resilient buildings, healthy and productive people and energy that is 
affordable and renewable (Ching and Shapiro 2014). Culture, tradition and history have played a 
great role in defining the importance of identity and place making in the built environment (Hays 
1998). Through construction of buildings, forming and shaping of cities, and the growing need for 
adequate human shelter, people have expressed themselves through these mediums; sharing their 
stories, perspectives and prejudices (Moffert, Fazio and Wodehouse 2004). Since the Venice 
Charter and the 1976 Warsaw- Nairobi recommendation was adopted, a question was raised as 
to how the modern community can be able to integrate current needs whilst preserving the identity 
of our cultural heritage and environment from destruction (UNESCO 1968). Cultural and Historical 
preservation have therefore become a global matter with the majority, having a bias for the 
preservation of buildings or monuments, and not the environment in which they were built (Ujang 
and Zakariya 2014). 
Rapid urbanization and population growth have had a major impact on the majority of the third 
world nations. As cities grow, demand for infrastructure and services within the city increase, 
putting at risk the existing city context with regards to its environment and buildings (Oppong et. el 
2017). Since the creation of the National Archives in Malawi in 1947, the major preservation 
works in Malawi have been mainly committed to literature and cultural preservation, with most of 
the monuments and old cities only highlighted as sites of National Interest (Mkuwira 2015). 
However, concerns have arisen on how the cities, especially historic cities like Blantyre, can be 
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preserved and maintained as they grow (Urban Structure Plan Blantyre 2000). This paper aims to 
provide strategies that could highlight the advantages of adaptive reuse to improving historic 
conservation of the city without compromising on urban development, urban growth and quality of 
life. To achieve this, the paper will use the city of Blantyre as a case study. 
 
1. BACKGROUND  
With rising concerns over the construction industry’s contribution to global Green House Emissions, 
resolving issues concerning climate change and energy usage have become crucial (Li et. el 2019). 
Buildings are usually constructed with a life span to fulfil their function after  which they become either 
obsolete or not suitable for continued usage (Shahi et. el 2020). Even though historic buildings have 
outlived their building usage span, they are valuable tools that represent culture, heritage and identity 
of communities (Yilmaz et. el 2008).  
Architecture and culture share a connection as architecture is an expression of a culture's 
understanding of space and how it ought to function (Psarra 2009). Adaptive reuse, as opposed to 
demolition, has been  viewed as more sustainable for the preservation of historic buildings thereby 
sustaining the identity of cities ad their urban landscape (Goussous et. el 2017). Very little has 
been written on how historical revitalization, conservation and preservation affects social matters, 
urban challenges or identity in general, casting doubt over its validity and importance (Zeayter et. 
el 2017).  
Creating meaningful places that build communities and sustain heritage and identity is  crucial 
(Segoby 2005). However, growing nations in sub-Saharan Africa have struggled to maintain 
historical cities with an emphasis placed on urban renewal and demolition creating an identity crisis 
for most of the cities (Ujang and Zakariya 2014). Creating sustainable urban development policies 
and dialogues with the citizens is crucial in achieving a healthy community that reflects the city’s 
identity (Agboola et. el 2018). How preservation is carried out must therefore be a universal 
exercise, but caution must be exercised by engaging professionals and all stakeholders at a local 
level (Lowenthal 2009). 
THE CASE OF BLANTYRE 
Blantyre City is located in Malawi, Southern Africa and was the first municipality established in 
1897 by the Scottish Mission under Henry Henderson. The city shares its name with the birth place 
of Dr. David Livingstone in Blantyre, Lancashire Scotland. Blantyre is rich in heritage and is 
Malawi’s second largest city. The city also has a unique multi-cultural communal integration 
between the various ethnic groups found in it  (UN Habitat Blantyre Urban Profile 2011).  
The morphology of the city was uniquely formed by the merging of the two hubs of Limbe and 
Blantyre in 1956. The two still retain their distinctive identities with Blantyre echoing the capitalistic 
image of the British occupation and Limbe representing the development of business settlements 
largely of Arabic immigrants  and of indigenous Yao communities (Rangeley, 1954). Due to poor 
regulations, Limbe’s development has not been well managed. A recent urban renewal exercise by 
the city council, called “the red star” campaign, was launched to demolish all structures that were 
unsafe in both Blantyre and Limbe. The public outcry against the campaign led to its stalling, 
revealing the challenges at hand between the communities and the city council’s plans for urban 
renewal (Namangale, 2016). 
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Currently, Malawi lacks proper policies governing both the preservation and reuse of buildings in 
its national regulations. Due to recent revisions, Malawian cities are yet to have their by-laws 
implemented to align with their proposed urban strategic plans. It is worth noting that Historic 
structures are still not highlighted as a prominent area in National Building Regulations which are 
also being reviewed under the support of the World Bank. Blantyre City’s draft Urban Structure 
Plan highlights the importance of conservation under Policy Conv. 1 to Conv. 6 with the major goal 
of this being tourism.  
According to the Urban Plan study done in 1999, the major challenges that historical buildings face 
can be attributed to poor financial support, lack of coordination between stakeholders and poor 
policies. Additionally, the draft report highlights that due to rapid urbanization, the city has 
struggled to manage growing settlement patterns, with informal settlements rapidly growing along 
the city’s major routes. By reviewing the growth of both the Limbe and Blantyre hubs, it can be 
observed that the two hubs are growing independently without integration. Figure 3 however 









Figure 1 St. Michael and All Angels Cathedral built between 1888 to 1891 and The Mandala House built in 1880 . 
Figure 2 Plan of Blantyre from 1957 (Earliest Layout); Plan of Blantyre in 1980; Plan of Blantyre in 2000 (Blantyre 
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Figure 3 Population Distribution between 1977-1999 (UN Habitat Blantyre Urban Profile) 
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The current National Policy on 
Culture only addresses the 
importance of  literature and 
cultural practices as valuable 
assets to the nation, but 
monuments are not included as 
a priority for National policy. 
The document, however, does 
highlight that there has been an 
uncoordinated approach on 
how preservation of historical 
and cultural elements has been 
managed. Section 5.3.4 of the 
policy further highlights the 
importance of safeguarding 
community and environmental integrity by engaging in sustainable design methods but does not 
tackle how monuments should be treated or used. The Policy is due for review but these revised 
policies usually face implementation challenges and poor financial support (National Cultural 
Policy). 
METHODOLOGY  
Due to the lack of relevant data on the subject country, a wider search on similar topics was 
conducted for literature. A desk study for scientific articles was done  for the most relevant journals 
linked to the study. The key words for the search were “Adaptation”, “Sustainability”, “Urban”, 
“Reuse”, “Preservation” and “Morphology”. Emphasis for selection was placed on articles that 
studied the benefits of sustainable urban growth, importance of 
 heritage to place-making, adaptation versus demolition of historical places and what role 
preservation and conservation plays in contemporary urban planning. Since no scientific articles 
addressing adaptive reuse and preservation of monuments are available for the case of Malawi, 
research precedents from other nations was used as base literature. 
Historic data was obtained from literature provided by the Historic Society of Malawi Library and 
the National Archives Office. Data classification was done by the zones highlighted above which 
includes the Blantyre Commercial triangle and Limbe’s Railways area. Due to the challenges of 
accurate data available for both the existing and demolished structures in the city, the data varies 
between different periods. Further assessment was carried on the demographic and settlement patterns based 
on the national census carried out between the period of 1998 to 2018. An assessment of the current policies 






Figure 4 The Urban Morphology of Blantyre has seen a large increase in 
Informal Settlements developing along the major routes. Sandwiching the old 
city are the Informal settlements of Ndirande and Mbayani (UN Habitat Blantyre 
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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
According to historic records from 
the Blantyre City Assembly and 
Historical Society as observed in 
Figure 5, Blantyre’s spatial area 
has not changed drastically from 
1977 to 2020. Blantyre’s sprawl 
has therefore been maintained 
whilst preserving most of its 
prominent historic boundaries. It 
would be crucial that the City set 
up policies safeguarding these 
historic public spaces to maintain 
the city’s identity. By maintaining 
control over the city’s growth, these public spaces would be revitalized by recentralizing them as 
points of interest either through tourist activity or public activities that would draw the communities 
around these areas. Adding value to these historical spaces and the buildings on them would increase 
interest and thus create usage and purpose for them. 
As observed in Figure 5, while the City boundary remains unchanged, the population has been 
increasing steadily. Rapid urbanization has seen the city developing multiple informal settlements 
with 70% of the city’s population living in these settlements (UN Habitat, 2010). The area covered 
by the informal settlements however is only 23%, highlighting the extent of the population 
densification in these areas. Due to the demand for land, most of the vegetative and bare lands are 
being used up for settlements. This has led into large environmental and land changes leading to 
drastic transformation of the old city scape and identity. However, most informal settlements have 
not been viewed as integral parts of the city. Destruction of informal settlements due to urban 
renewal is not sustainable as this usually never resolves the issue of informal developments. 
Upgrading and formalization of these settlements is more sustainable as an approach in resolving 
informal settlement developments. 
Blantyre’s  urban landscape has mainly 
been identified by its lavish green 
reserves and mountains. Unfortunately, 
as observed in Figure 6, the buildup of 
bare land has impacted the vegetation 
the city formerly had. The city’s visual 
representation has therefore been 
affected due to increased need for 
land mainly stemming from rural to 
urban migrations. Revitalizing the city’s 
urban landscape and preserving it is 
therefore important.  
Urban renewal has, therefore, been 
seen as the possible solution to resolving the current urban challenges of the city (Blantyre City 
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Figure 5 The Population and Spatial Dynamics of Blantyre from 1949-1999 
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Figure 6 LULC Study by Mawenda 2020 
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management, most of the old buildings have either been demolished to pave way for urban 
renewal or they have been poorly maintained.  
The most prominent historic monuments in Blantyre are Saint Michael and All Angels Cathedral, 
Mandala and the old administrative structures which include the town hall. However, the 
conservation and preservation has been poor mainly because the majority of the work was not 
done by experts in the field. A simple observation of the structures will quickly reveal how the 
government structures have been poorly maintained and adapted for reuse as compared to the 
privately owned Mandala House or the Cathedral. The reuse and adaptation of Mandala 
commercial area has led to the conversion of the old warehouses into offices and showrooms. This 
reuse program is the best example for Blantyre City.  
Most of the old shops in Limbe have dilapidated overtime due to poor maintenance and 
management leading to most of them being marked for demolition by the City Council during the 
red star campaign. Even though the 
campaign was never implemented due to 
a court injunction, most of the shops have 
been demolished and rebuilt by the 
owners. Figure 7 shows the data that was 
collected from the Blantyre City Assembly 
red star campaign reports. Since most of 
these buildings have been demolished, 
the significance of identity has been lost. 
Providing regulations and guidelines for 
reuse and preservation of buildings 
would have promoted the restoration of 
most the buildings. 
The challenge with Malawi’s context is 
that the regional vernacular architecture 
has not been embraced as a viable 
solution for revitalizing identity. Identifying and improving the pre-existing regional architectural 
forms would not only improve cultural heritage but sustain the architectural identity of Blantyre and 
its specific architecture (Malawi Urban Housing Sector 2010). 
2. CONCLUSIONS 
From the survey conducted, it can be observed that even though the city has managed to control its 
sprawl, the human settlement patterns have been a challenge especially with the growth of informal 
settlements and development of unplanned areas. The population growth and density has been 
steadily on the rise, creating pressure on the city for more services. Additionally, loss of vegetation 
and bare land has drastically affected the city’s identity and urban landscape. Due to the to a 
growing demand for land, urban renewal has been proposed as a solution with the majority of the 
historic buildings viewed as outdated and an eyesore to the plans of the city’s visions.  
Additionally, due to poor policies and regulations on preservation, adaptive reuse or sustainability 
of old buildings,  Blantyre has faced challenges in maintaining its identity as a historic city. The 
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Figure 7 Data showing physical study report done by the City Assembly 
in 2015 for the Red Star Campaign 
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preservation of historic and cultural monuments but unfortunately this draft was never approved 
and implemented. Lack of financial support has led to the lack of maintaining of historic structures. 
In summary, Blantyre’s Urban Structure Plan needs immediate implementation if the city’s historic 
and cultural heritage is to be maintained or adapted for the future in regard to rapid urbanization 
and growing human settlements. Most of the challenges the city faces are mainly due to lack of 
policies, regulations and laws that specifically address issues faced by historic and heritage cities. 
The changes caused by the demolitions of shops in both Blantyre and Limbe not only affect the 
identity of these commercial areas but also the livelihoods of the shop owners as most of the 
owners lived in the shops. The experience in Blantyre can therefore be used to address challenges 
in Southern African cities on how to preserve their cultural and historic heritages whilst considering 
urban sprawl and morphology.  
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